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"Let us then lay aside the works of darkness 
and put on the armor of light." (Romans 13:12)
Today we’ve gathered to begin our fall schedule and to re-commit ourselves to the ministry of lifelong Christian education. How do we learn to see the Light, live by the Light and carry the Light?
We all go through stages in our lives. As children we are sometimes eager to learn; at other times we’re distracted and lose interest. As adults we sometimes go through growth periods, times when we’re feeling curious and hungry to learn. We feel ready to be stretched and challenged. Then there are other times when we seem to lose our way; we’re slogging along, just trying to make it through the day.
This week we remember the September 11 anniversary, and we will again be distracted, and find ourselves dealing with left-over fear and dread. I keep hearing reports that more of us are stressed now; we are tense, anxious, uneasy, fearful. Those feelings are normal as we face this anniversary of the September 11 tragedy.
But as many have said, we dare not give in to the fear. Fear can control our life, and then we become victims, terrorism has won, and the dark keeps rising. 
There has to be another way. What can help? Where is the light in the middle of this dark? One of the reasons we come to church is to find the Light again. Coming together as God’s people helps. We gather to declare again that in spite of the dark, we are people of the Light. This is who we are! This candle at the front of the sanctuary, Sunday after Sunday, symbolizes God’s Light with us. This light makes us think of other lights. I think of the meditation candle on my table at home, the Lovefeast candles that light up this room every Christmas Eve, and the inner light that resides in each one of us. The question is: Will we receive the light, respect the light, reverence the light? And will we make a new commitment to carry the Light?
This week on TV I watched a re-run of a Billy Graham crusade meeting in Cincinnati. 
I have great respect for Billy Graham. He is an evangelical Christian who has taken clear stands against racism and bigotry. I continue to be moved by his clear preaching and straightforward message of good news and hope. He has preached to more people than anybody in history, and people continue to respond, with hundreds walking the aisle to repent of sins and accept Jesus into their lives. Billy Graham has allowed God to use him to bring God’s light into people’s lives.
As I watched Dr. Graham make the altar call this week, I wondered about those who walked the aisle and then went home. How do those people carry the light that God has made bright in their lives? I understand that the Graham crusade always encourages those who make a commitment to get involved in a local church, where they can grow in faith with others.
We have the same concern here. After we have received Christ into our lives, how will we live out the change that God has brought to us? As Christians, our call is to continue the ministry of Jesus. How do we discern which area of Jesus’ ministry we are called to pursue? What piece of ministry are you called to undertake? Into what specific area of need are you led to carry the light? As we’ve said here before, "Pick up the near edge of some great problem, and act at some cost to yourself." 
Is your "near edge" working with low income children? Is it bringing music into a world where there is so much pain and suffering? Is it providing hospitality for people --- food and a listening ear? Is your "near edge" teaching? Is it being a friend? Is it working and praying to stop a potential war with Iraq? I’ve been impressed by the recent work of members of our Watts Street Peace and Reconciliation mission group as they’ve written letters, calling on our President to turn away from a war against Iraq, which could mean another Vietnam quagmire lasting for years? Active peacemaking is one way to carry God’s light. 
We all look for ways to carry God’s light. A few weeks ago our Venezuela mission team returned from helping build a church in a little village in the mountains of Venezuela. They were picking up a "near edge"; they were carrying the light into the world. 
We can’t do everything, but we can do something. Sometimes that something is a simple act of kindness—a word of affirmation, asking how you’re doing and waiting for an answer beyond "fine, thank you." Perhaps that kindness is a bowl of soup or a loaf of bread, given to a neighbor. We all look for ways to carry the light, to extend the light.
Sometimes we carry the light of God’s justice. We know now that there is a great disparity between the rich and the poor, and it is growing. The city of Durham has the highest average income in North Carolina -- $49,500. But we also have a 20 percent poverty rate. Poverty is not God’s will! It doesn’t have to be this way. We see the same gap dramatically evident in the world. It doesn’t have to be this way. 
In the country of Nigeria most people live in mud huts while millions of dollars are drained from that country into the hands of western oil corporations and the corrupt politicians who run their country. The people have been asking, "If this is such a rich country, why are we so poor?" Some of the protests there have been violent, involving kidnapping and sabotage. But the protest has been futile---until this summer. 
I was moved when I read the story of 600 Nigerian women, who back in mid-July, took over this unjust situation. Six hundred Nigerian women, wives and mothers, turned out their bright colored native dress and occupied the docks and platforms of the Chevron Texaco oil terminal. With their bright energy, they closed down the operation. They said that Nigeria needed the money that has been flowing out of their country; they need the money for schools, hospitals, electricity, running water, and jobs for their men.
These protesters got the attention of the media and of the oil executives. The women announced that they would talk only to the men in charge, not to any local puppet. As the world press swarmed around the terminal, the Chevron Texaco executives couldn’t move fast enough to get to the table to negotiate with the women. The executives made huge promises (which they should have made much sooner) to give back to the community through acts of compassion and cooperation. (See Mary McGrory, "A chance for Powell to speak up" in The Raleigh News and Observer, August 31, 2002)
The women carried God’s light. They picked up "the near edge of a great problem" and were willing to act at some cost to themselves. And change happened.
I have a friend from Raleigh who is a Catholic priest. Father Brian Pierce is now in New York City with other priests, participating in a 30-day water-only fast for the month of September. It’s a fast for peace. They’ve called this initiative "There Must Be Another Way." Their goal is to witness against further violence, to call for non-violent diplomacy as an alternative to war. The fast, my friend said, is one way we can disarm from our own urge for revenge and hate.
Here is another witness to the Light, another way that the Spirit has led some people to carry the Light.
On Christian education Sunday, we gather here to stand in God’s Light and listen to God’s word. "Thy word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path." (Psalm 119:105)
We come here to witness to God’s Light. "The Light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has never put it out." (John 1:5)
We come here to be guided by God’s Light. "May God’s perpetual light shine upon you." (Book of Common Prayer)
We are here to find courage to carry the Light. After all, Jesus gave us the light, and he told us that we are sent to be light. "YOU are the Light of the world." (Matthew 5:14)
So may we live. Amen.
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